Information Resources Used by International Graduate Students to Acclimate to the American University Life and Culture by Guda, Silpa Reddy
 
Silpa Reddy Guda. Information Resources Used by International Graduate Students at 
UNC to Acclimate to the American University Academic Life and Culture. A Master’s 
Paper for the M.S. in I.S degree. December, 2017.  44 pages. Advisor: Cliff Missen 
The number of international students enrolled in American universities is growing by the 
year and has been the case for many years now. Even with the availability of numerous 
resources that help the students in their adjustment, the process is by no means challenge 
free. This research hopes to identify perceptions and uses of the resources at UNC by 
international graduate students and discover strategies to better meet their needs while 
attending American universities. The responses helped identify the information resources 
found most useful by international graduate students. The research also demonstrated the 









INFORMATION RESOURCES USED BY INTERNATIONAL GRADUATE 
STUDENTS AT UNC TO ACCLIMATE TO THE AMERICAN UNIVERSITY LIFE 
AND CULTURE  
by 
Silpa Reddy Guda 
A Master’s paper submitted to the faculty 
of the School of Information and Library Science 
of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Science in 
Information Science. 




                                                          Cliff Missen
 1 
Table of Contents 



















The number of international students enrolled in American universities is growing by the 
year and has been the case for many years now. Even with the availability of numerous 
resources that help the students in their adjustment, the process is by no means challenge 
free. This research hopes to identify perceptions and uses of the resources at UNC by 
international graduate students and discover strategies to better meet their needs while 
attending American universities. The responses helped identify the information resources 
found most useful by international graduate students. The research also demonstrated the 
challenges in using some of these resources and what can be done to potentially improve 
them.  
 
According to the IIE Open Data Report of 2016, there are over a million international 
students who attend universities and colleges in the United States. That is about 5.2% of 
the total number of students enrolled for the academic year 2015-2016, the highest 
percentage on record. The U.S has the highest number of enrolled international students 
as compared to any other country (IIE, 2016). The Institute of International Education 
also predicts that global business activity will continue to stimulate interest in 
international studies and the percentage of international students enrolled in American 
Universities will continue to increase. 60% of international students come from China, 
India, Saudi Arabia, and South Korea, where majority are enrolled in STEM, Business 
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and Management fields (IIE, 2016). The incoming international students don’t just come 
from cultures that can be drastically different from the American culture, there are huge 
cultural differences between international students from different countries itself. 
Providing information resources that caters to the needs of these culturally diverse patron 
groups can be challenging.  
 
At the University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill, international graduate students 
account for almost 50 percent of the graduate student community. In the academic year 
2016, UNC admitted 1035 international graduate students from over 90 countries 
bringing the total enrolled graduate students to 1,800 (UNC Global Facts and Figures 
report, 2017). 
 
Majoring in a variety of disciplines, these students bring a unique perspective and culture 
to the university enhancing the university’s teaching and research capabilities. Short of 
traveling around the world, this is one of the more convenient ways to interact with other 
cultures. Hosting international students can help locals and American students at the 
university understand cultures of other countries. This can not only be educational but 
also broaden their perspective. It is also an opportunity for foreign nationals to 
understand the American culture, gain new perspectives and build relationships. Graduate 
level international students add significant research contributions in various fields.  
 
Economically, hosting international students adds huge revenue through tuition and 
living expenses, further supporting the needs to better accommodate their needs. While 
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there are several resources available both on and off campus to help international students 
adjust to American universities, the process by no means is challenge-free.  International 
students have a greater difficulty in adjusting at graduate school since they not only have 
to cope with the academic load, they have to do so while navigating the cultural and 
linguistic barriers. 
 
Having a better understanding of the difficulties and problems international students face 
in the United States will provide a framework for universities, outreach programs and 
campus international organizations to develop solutions to these problems (Wu et al., 
2014). Understanding and solving these problems will not only help international 
students in acclimating themselves to the culture of American universities but also in 
achieving a higher level of academic success in a more challenge-free environment. 
 
Students relocating to a foreign country likely have an information need not just about 
academics but also about their physical and social environment especially related to 
language and cultural barriers.   
 
This study hopes to identify perceptions and uses of the resources at UNC by 
international students and discover strategies to better meet their needs while attending 
American universities. This study will look at the information needs prior to arriving to 
the United States, the resources most useful in the initial days, how the uses of resources 
has changed over time, the benefits of certain resources over others and the challenges in 
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using these resources. This study also looks at the way the information resources used 
changes with the information need and the time spent at an American university.  
 
This study aims to identify information gaps that the students might have and strategies to 





Starting school as a graduate student is a never ending check-list of things that should 
have been done yesterday. From the academic load that no one warned them about to 
finding a place to live and trying to fit in, needless to say it is a daunting experience. Add 
to that the uncertainties and unique situations that international students have to face, and 
the mountain that is the graduate school has just doubled in height.  
 
Almost all universities have a special office tailored to the needs of international students. 
But an international students’ office can only go so far in helping the students adjust, 
especially beyond the orientation period. As the student settles into the foreign 
environment, it is important that everyone, especially the professors, recognize the 
challenges associated.  
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While there are a lot of factors that influence adjustment in a new environment, lack of 
accurate and timely information can be a major contributing factor. To date, numerous 
studies have explored these factors with respect to international students. While some of 
the everyday life information needs of international students may be similar to those of 
host national students, there are some challenges that are very specific to foreign 
nationals (Ward, 2001) such as cultural differences, communication problems, loneliness 
and loss of existing social networks (Toyokawa & Toyokawa, 2002; Zhang & Burton 
2007; Oh & Butler, 2016). Broadly classified, these challenges can be attributed to two 
barriers –linguistic and cultural.  
 
Linguistic Barriers and Associated Challenges 
Linguistic barriers can negatively impact a student’s mental state and their ability to learn 
in a foreign nation especially during the initial transition into the university in a foreign 
country (Yeh et al., 2003). A number of studies indicate that the English speaking ability 
of international students can strongly influence their academic success and their overall 
adaptation. Wang et al. (2012) studied that Chinese international students experience 
more difficulties in adaptation both socially and academically due to their lower English 
competence as compared with native English speakers from countries like England and 
Australia. A similar observation was made by Senyshyn et al., (2000) that students who 
had a higher TOEFL scores had experienced fewer adjustment difficulties than those who 
had lower scores.   
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These adjustment difficulties are especially present in a classroom setting. While 
professors generally recognize the unique difficulties that an international graduate 
student would face (Trice, 2003), they may not truly understand the extent of emotional 
and psychological trauma outside the classroom that could potentially hinder learning 
(Andrade, 2006). Professors in American schools expect class participation from every 
student which, apart from being a culture shock to international students, can also be 
difficult due to lack of confidence in linguistic ability and fear of making mistakes 
(Robertson et al., 2000).  
 
Cable (1974, p.40), one of the first to research the behavior of foreign students in the 
United States, observed that “foreign students find outlines on the blackboard extremely 
helpful, as well as mimeographed sheets listing the highlights of the lecture, including a 
selected list of important terms and definitions.” These observations were further 
supported by Lee (1997) in addition to the professors speaking more slowly, using 
examples that could be understood by everyone and possibly providing models of the 
type of work expected. While none of these can fully make up for not being a native 
English speaker, they can go a long way toward making the student more comfortable, 
making the professors approachable and overall improving the learning experience at an 
American university.  
 
Language barriers can also influence social interactions. Yeh & Inose (2003) in their 
study of an Asian sample within America observed that lack of adequate language-skills 
negatively impacts social relations especially cross-cultural relations. The opposite was 
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true for those with better English language skills who had better intercultural 
relationships and in turn lower stress levels and greater adjustment. This is one of the 
reasons why international students prefer to form friendships with students from their 
nationality (Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002). 
 
Cultural Barriers and Associated Challenges 
As is the case with moving to any new place, the cultural shock experienced by students 
moving to America can be phenomenal. Especially for Asians who would have had a 
generally traditional upbringing, even the common habits in modern America can be 
liberating in some cases and downright scandalous in others. This statement is expanded 
from the observation that Western Europeans and Canadians adjusted more easily into the 
American culture than Asians (Senyshyn et al., 2000). Also observed in their study was 
that international students felt left out in social gatherings where the primary 
responsibility for making social contact seemed to be theirs while the opposite was true in 
their home country. 
 
In some cultures, the relationship between a teacher and a student is one of respect which 
is usually demonstrated in the way a student addresses their professor. Students who have 
been taught that it was disrespectful to address their professor directly, speak out in class 
during a lecture or even disagree with any of the professors’ opinions might be in a bit of 
a dilemma in a typical American classroom. Tompson & Tompson (1996, p.56) observed, 
“Because these (American classroom) behaviors would be unacceptable in their home 
countries, it is difficult to violate these ingrained beliefs and fully participate in a 
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classroom discussion.” However, this does not mean that international students expect the 
professor-student relationship to be entirely formal. In fact, students value friendly 
relationships with their instructors (Sarkodie-Mensah, 1998). It is important for 
professors and other members in academia to understand the limitations of different 
cultures and make accommodations so that the transition into American culture is not 
sudden. 
 
International students dislike working in groups and would rather work alone. When it is 
necessary to collaborate, they prefer to do so with students from the same nationality 
where possible or other international students (Sarkodie-Mensah, 1998). This eventually 
leads to international students forming groups together and essentially alienating 
themselves from American students. This prevents a cross-cultural collaboration and 
understanding which is one of the most important benefits of studying abroad. 
 
Apart from cultural and linguistic barriers, there might be other reasons why international 
students have a difficult time adjusting and prefer to socialize with other international 
students instead of American students. As discussed, there are certain unique situations 
that a foreign student faces such as, financial difficulties, employment and “the labyrinth 
nature of the U.S immigration law is a reality that international students have to live with 
each day” (Sardokie-Mensah, 1998, p.219) and can only be understood by others who 
have faced the same issues.  
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Studies show that international students have to face more challenges and in turn greater 
stress as compared to domestic students (Misra & Castillo, 2004). Still, this has not 
stopped students from crossing the border given that studying abroad “builds self-
confidence, expands one’s worldview, enhances cross-cultural competence, improves 
socialization, increases career opportunities, and may improve language skills or lead one 
to learning a foreign language” (Olson, 2016 p.7). In turn, hosting international students 
can be beneficial for the host country itself in terms of globalization, cultural diversity 
and economy (Zhao et al., 2005) and this specifies the need for continuous research and 
improved efforts in facilitating the adjustment of international students in host countries. 
While researches have explored different ways to diminish the stress levels and improve 
adjustment, most of this research has been focused on academic information needs and 
their information seeking behavior in libraries rather than everyday life (Oh & Butler, 






This study consists of two stages; the first stage is a preliminary survey to collect 
demographic information of the participants followed by the second stage of conducting 
one-on-one interviews with the selected population. 
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Previous research studies show that international students can be uncomfortable with 
direct interviews due to English not being their native language (Sarkodie-Mensah, 
2000). Publishing the survey first is an attempt to include the population who may not be 
comfortable with direct contact. Those that were comfortable may volunteer for the 
interview process. This research collected both qualitative and quantitative date. 
Quantitative data is collected through the survey and helped identify statistics and trends 
in the data. Qualitative data such as student experiences that are too complex to be 
obtained via survey are gathered during the interviews.  
Due to the involvement of human participants in the study, prior approval from the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB study number 17-0440) was obtained to ensure consent, 
confidentiality and avoid any possible risks.  
 
Survey 
The purpose of the preliminary survey is two-fold – to collect preliminary demographic 
information of the participants and to identify volunteers for the interview process where 
information directly pertaining to the research will be collected. The survey consisted of 
16 questions including basic demographic questions, multiple choice and rating based 
questions. Prior to starting out the survey, the participants were shown a consent form 
with the requirements to participate in the survey. The participants had to be over 18 




Thanks to the kind cooperation of the Director of the International Students and Scholars 
Services (ISSS), the survey was administered through the international graduate students 
listserv managed by the ISSS office. All international graduate students are added to the 
listserv; they cannot join by themselves. This ensured that at least one of the requirements 
– enrolled as an international graduate student at UNC – was met by default. All 
international graduate students enrolled at UNC received an email with a link to 
optionally participate in the survey. 
 
The survey was administered using Qualtrics software which enables the survey 
administrator to create questions using conditional loops. This allows the researcher to 
display some questions only if certain conditions were met, the participant who did not 
meet those conditions were never shown the questions. Since the survey collected some 
personal information, it was mandatory (as per IRB requirements) to protect this data 
which Qualtrics automatically did through various layers of encryption.  
 
It took students approximately 5-10 minutes to complete the survey (based on statistics 
collected through Qualtrics). Those who were willing to participate in one-on-one 
interviews were asked to volunteer their email ID’s to enable future contact.  
 
The survey started by asking the students basic demographic information. Then, the 
students were asking to describe if they were living alone or with family. This was done 
to understand if having emotional support caused any difference in opinion over the 
information resources usage and availability. Next, the participants were asked to select 
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the information resources that they found most useful for various needs. Some examples 
of the resources mentioned are, University faculty/staff, international students from their 
country, other international students, social media, newspaper, organizations etc. 
Examples of information needs are accommodation, transportation, groceries/shops, and 
academics. Finally, the participants were asked to rate their usage of certain information 
resources. The students were also asked if their program at UNC was their first study 
abroad experience. If they said ‘no’, they were redirected to a couple more questions 
asking them for the region from where they completed their previous study abroad 
experience and for how long. The reason for this question was to analyze if previous 
study abroad experience had made them better prepared to adapt.  
 
Interview 
Based on the responses to the survey, nine participants were selected based on region, 
time spent as a student in an American university, study abroad experience and whether 
living alone vs with family. The type of sample selected was a combination of selective 
sampling and convenience sampling (Punch, 2006). The purpose of the sampling is to 
obtain a wide range of viewpoints so participants were chosen to represent maximum 
number of nationalities. Once the participants have been selected, they were contacted via 
email to set up a time for the interview. The participants were not offered any incentives 
to participate in the survey or in the interview.  
 
The participants who volunteered for the interviews signed a consent form (as approved 
by IRB) that explained their rights as a participant, the purpose of the study, expectations 
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and that the interviews will be recorded. The interviews were semi-structured with a few 
prepared questions, but questions were also formed on the go based on participant’s 
responses and the need for further clarification or depth (Wildemuth, 2009). The 
questions were classified into four categories, throw away questions asked at the 
beginning of the interview to make participants feel comfortable; essential questions 
(prepared prior to the interview) asked to gather information that could answer the 
research question; extra questions as needed to clarify meaning of a response and probing 
questions to understand a response more deeply by asking the participant to elaborate 
(Wildemuth, 2009). 
 
At the beginning of the interview, the participants were asked a few questions that were 
already covered during the survey. This was done to confirm the answers from the survey 
and to build a rapport with the participant. Next, the participant was asked an open-ended 
question of to explain of their adjustments and the resources they used when they first 
moved to the United States. This was done to open up the conversation and as a 
convenient lead to some of the more probing questions. Next, the participant was asked 
about their most difficult adjustment factor. This was done to encourage the participant to 
recall their experiences and the resources they used at the time. Linking the resource to an 
experience would confirm that the participant was speaking from memory and not what 
they think should be the right answer. 
 
Next, the participants were asked specifically about the ISSS and the ISSS website – 
being a resource that has been specifically set up to accommodate the adjustment 
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challenges of international students, it was necessary to understand the challenges and the 
usage level of these resources. The participants were asked an open ended question about 
the resources that they have used in the past. This was done to identify any resources that 
may not have been originally identified by the researcher. Further probing into this topic 
revealed how these resources were used.  
 
Then came in depth questions about the cultural challenges, academic adjustment factors, 
linguistic challenges and the resources that were used to navigate those. This was done to 
get a general understanding of the usage of resources for various needs and how this 
usage varied with need. Finally, the participants were asked for any suggestions they may 
have to improve the available resources or to advertise some other useful resources that 
may not be so popular.  
 
The interviews took about 30-45 minutes each. The interview questions gave great 
insight into the various information resources used, how the usage changed with time, the 
challenges and benefits of these resources. Interviews were recorded using an audio 
recording tool and transcribed soon after the interview to ensure appropriate recollection 
of data (such as facial/body expressions of the interviewee) that cannot be captured 
through an audio recording device (Wildemuth, 2009). Further content analysis was 
performed on the transcribed data and observational notes.  
 
The primary issue with the data collected is reliability of the participant’s responses. 
There is a definite probability that the participant’s responses might not be entirely 
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truthful. To ensure maximum accuracy, the questions were rephrased and asked again. 
Rewording of questions is also be necessary to ensure proper understanding of the 
question itself. Since the native language of the participants is not English, paraphrasing 
and wording the questions in simple English was essential.  
 
Data gathered from the questionnaire and the interviews was kept confidential, stored for 
the duration of the research in password protected documents. Audio recordings were 
safely discarded at the end of the research however, all other collected information 
including transcriptions will be stored for three years, after which they will be 
permanently deleted as well (as per IRB guidelines).  Apart from the primary 







The survey was sent out to all international graduate students enrolled at UNC out of 
which 75 started the survey and 48 completed the survey. The survey analysis was done 
over the responses of the 48 participants who completed the survey. Of these, 12 were 
contacted for the follow-up interviews and nine volunteered to participate. The table 
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below describes living alone vs with family, study abroad experience and time spent at 




Although gender was not taken into consideration for drawing any conclusions, it was 
collected purely to be able to represent both sexes while contacting for interviews. The 
survey was completed by 21 male participants and 27 female participants. Of the 48 
participants from the survey, 12 were married and living with family, one was married 
and living alone, two were married and living with family and 33 were unmarried and 
living alone. A total of 34 participants fell in the age group of 25-34 years making it the 
majority followed by nine in the age group 18-24 years and five in the age group of 35-44 










Time Spent at an American 
University 
Total 











Africa 1 1 2 0 0 2 0 0 2 
Americas/Caribbean 3 4 3 4 1 3 1 2 7 
Australia/New Zealand 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
East Asia 11 5 8 8 3 2 6 5 16 
Europe 7 1 2 6 2 2 3 1 8 
Indian Sub-Continent 10 2 9 3 6 4 1 1 12 
Mid-East Asia 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 
Southeast Asia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Other/Unspecified 1 1 0 2 2 0 0 0 2 
Total 34 14 24 24 14 13 11 10 48 
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It was an interesting analysis of the number of people who had or did not have previous 
study abroad experience. It might be coincidental but the study showed an equal divide 
between the two. Of the 24 participant who said their course at UNC was not their first 





= average response of user 
 
Data analysis of the resource popularity through survey data showed that University 
staff/faculty, other students from the participant’s country, other international students, 
American students/locals, informational websites were the most popular resources. The 
least popular were social clubs, religious groups and newspapers. The usefulness of these 
resources is revealed through the following question, “How useful were the following 
 19 
resources in your adjustment at Chapel Hill?” that asked the participants to rate each 
resource. This data is outlined in the graph above.  The validity of this data was 
confirmed when the same question was asked during the interviews. 
 
To investigate if the information resource varied with the information need, the 
participants were asked, “Which of the following resources helped you understand how 
to survive in Chapel Hill.” The users were presented a grid of various information needs 
such as accommodation, transportation, academics, recreational activities, setting up 
utilities, and groceries. The user was asked to choose one or more options from the 
following information resources for each information need: University staff/faculty, other 
students from their country, other international students, American student/locals, 





Analysis of the data showed that other students from the participants’ country were the 
most popular resource for information on accommodation, followed closely by 
informational websites. Informational websites were again the most used for 
transportation information. American students were selected as the most used 
informational resource for information on recreational activities and setting up utilities. 
For academic issues, university staff and faculty were the most popular. American 
students/locals and other students from the participants’ country were the most popular 
resources for information on local stores/groceries. Overall, other students from their 
country were consistently in the top three of the most used information resources.  
 
Newspaper, religious groups, and social clubs were the least popular and, in some cases, 
never used for a particular information need. For example, newspapers received zero 
selections in the categories of transportation, academics and setting up utilities. Social 
media was chosen as useful throughout however, it did not establish as a majority or near 
majority in any category.  
 
Interview Results 
As mentioned before, 12 participants were contacted to set up an interview and nine 
volunteered – one from Africa, two from the Indian Sub-Continent, four from East Asia, 
two from the Americas. Unfortunately, the researcher was unable to find a representative 
of Europe or the Mid-East Asia to volunteer for the interview. What lacked in complete 
regional representation was made up for in the other factors that were considered for in 
sampling – living alone vs with family, study abroad experience, time spent at an 
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American university. We were able to find a representative for each of the categories 
above.  
 
When asked about two of the most difficult adjustment factors, all of the participants 
mentioned accommodation. Three participants mentioned finding groceries/shops that 
were nearby, one mentioned setting up a phone connection and four mentioned 
academics in one form or the other. All of the participants stated that they began 
researching on the university and the Chapel Hill area prior to moving to the country. 
While three participants said that they did not do sufficient research and their initial days 
would have been smoother if they had, most said their research was helpful and they felt 
they had everything set up and ready to go. Finding accommodation was challenging 
since they did not know the area, they were not sure on the best location to rent an 
apartment. While six participants knew of the Chapel Hill Transit option, three did not – 
of the six that knew, two did not know it was free until they arrived in Chapel Hill. None 
of the participant mentioned transportation as a challenge. It appears to the researcher that 
the existence of free transportation within the area and google maps, finding their way 
around was not a challenge. 
 
One participant mentioned a problem they faced with the transportation during their first 
week at UNC – 
“I had gone out to Franklin Street to check it out on a weekend and the last bus 
home was at 4:30PM. In my country, it is very sunny at 4:30 PM and I did not 
know it was not the case here – I didn’t check my watch and when I did, it was 
7:30PM but it was still sunny outside. I missed my bus because of that. “ 
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This situation cannot be placed into one of the adjustment factor buckets but it was an 
interesting observation. 
 
The participants in the interview all mentioned the same resources that were classified as 
most popular from the survey when asked the question, “What resources did you use to 
help with your adjustment.” While each mentioned a different combination of resources 
used, ‘other international students from my country’ was a fan-favorite. When asked how 
these resources compared to the others, one participant said, 
“When I am talking to the people from my country, I don’t feel conscious of the 
questions I ask. I can ask them about anything and they would be able to give me 
the right guidance since they have been through the same situation before.” 
 
When asked if other international students not from the participants’ country were useful 
since they would also have the experience, the participant said, 
 
“They might be useful; I never asked any other international student from other 
countries any questions I had. I have friends from my country so it is easier to 
reach out to them. There is also a cultural and linguistic understanding so it is 
much easier.” 
 
Another participant said they would consider American students and international 
students from other countries the same when it came to information needs since they 
would have to speak in English with either of them.  
 
None of the interview participants spontaneously recalled the International Students and 
Scholars Services as a resource that they had used in the past. When prompted however, 
they all immediately agreed that the ISSS office and their website were information 
resources that they had used in the past. The participants all said that they had used it to 
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find official information such as immigration status, travelling documents, and visa and 
work authorization. When asked why they didn’t mention it as a resource, all of them 
said they had forgotten. One of the participants elaborated as follows: 
“I used the ISSS office and their website a lot when I initially moved to the 
country especially for official documents. The information found on the internet 
was confusing and when I asked some other people from my country who were 
studying in the United States, they told me to just go to the International students’ 
office and they will be able to help me with everything. For everything else, I just 
went to my friends.” 
 
 
The responses to this topic indicated that the participants used ISSS as a resource a lot 
more during their initial days. This may be because of information needs during the 
initial days related to immigration and the mandatory sign-in that they had to complete at 
the ISSS office. Over time, their information needs changed and they found other 
resources that they were comfortable approaching.  
 
When the participant was asked to elaborate on what they meant by “approachable”, the 
participant responded, 
“When it comes to asking questions related to adjustment, I would prefer talking 
to someone from my own country or someone who has been through the same 
path as me. The people over at ISSS office are Americans as well – I might as 
well ask those questions to my classmates. It would be helpful if there were other 
international students there to help us out.” 
 
The participants were asked specifically about classroom culture, the differences and 
similarities. The participants from East Asia and the Indian Sub-Continent said it was not 
common for them to speak out during class. In fact, it was disrespectful. One of the 
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students who had studied in the United States for their undergraduate degree said the 
difference was non-existent. 
“I didn’t notice any difference. Maybe because I went to college here and that’s 
the most relevant memory I have. Although I went to high school in Asia, was a 
long time ago and it’s very different from University so I cannot compare.” 
 
Another participant said they found the laid back culture in classroom a bit surprising.  
“Everyone has their laptops open – how do they concentrate in class? I was very 
distracted in the beginning – I used to prefer taking notes by hand. I am slowly 
adapting now; I use a laptop as well but I still think it is very distracting. Back 
home, we were not allowed to use any gadgets or electronic devices in the 
classroom.” 
 
When asked about the academic challenges, eight of the participants said there weren’t 
any challenges as such – it just took a few days to adapt. One of the participants who had 
no prior study abroad experience said they weren’t used to the number of assignments 
that were given out. But again, it wasn’t necessarily a challenge, it just took a few days to 
understand and adapt.  
 
For academic adjustment in particular the participants said they found the university 
staff/faculty the most useful, confirming the deductions made from the data collected 
from the survey. When asked if students from their country (the most popular information 
resources so far) were not useful in this area, two students reported it was because they 
were all from different departments and it’s not like they could help them anyway 
because of plagiarism.  
 
Next, the students were asked if they belonged to any support group or organization. 
Surprisingly, none reported being part of any organizational group since they did not 
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have the time. This was especially surprising since a lot of the American graduate 
students are a part of various social groups. The fact that none of the participants in the 
sampling were could just be coincidence or they are an actual representation of the patron 
group. It is unclear when the international graduate students say they do not have time to 
be a part of a social group but their American counterparts do, whether this because the 
international students are taking longer to cope with their academic load. The answer to 
this question might be found with a similar research conducted over a larger sample size.  
 
The students were then asked if they could think of any other information resources that 
they use or have used in the past that were not mentioned in the survey or the interview. 
Two of the participants said they used group messaging to get answers to a lot questions. 
When asked to elaborate, one of the participants said the following: 
“I use a messaging app and there is a group chat that includes all the graduate 
students from my country going to UNC. I don’t know most of the people on the 
group but a friend of mine added me to it. There are over a 100 people in the 
group chat and anytime I have a question, I just text in the group chat and 
whoever knows the answer responds. It is very fast.”  
 
This does seem like a very useful information resource in terms of reliability and 
efficiency.  Because of the number of people that are a part of this group chat, the 
information will be vetted by more than one. Also, another participant said they use the 
group chat to organize parties and gatherings.   
 
Finally, the participants were asked if they considered English their near-native language. 
None of the participants said they would classify English as their near-native language. 
When the researcher asked if this was a factor in the adjustment process, all of the 
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participants except one said, “-yes”. Eight of nine participants stated that linguistic 
barriers exist and they find it difficult to communicate. When asked if their adjustment in 
a different country would have been easier had they spoken the native language, eight of 
the nine participants agreed. One participant said that it all depends on the mindset of the 





Overall, this research shows that the use of information resources by international 
graduate students enrolled at UNC changed over time and varied based on need. While 
there was no singular resource that could be used for all information needs, other 
international students from same country were the most used. In situations where they 
could not provide a direct answer, they were able to guide each other to better resources.  
 
The office of the ISSS was shown to be most useful for official information pertaining to 
the student’s immigration status and procedures. Although the ISSS office in 
collaboration with UNC Global makes considerable efforts to organize events and 
workshops to gather international students, they don’t necessarily act as an information 
medium. International students prefer reaching out to friends from their own country over 
anyone else. Academics seems to be the exception where the students said they prefer 
reaching out to the university staff/faculty instead. 
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This research added insight into the information seeking behavior, needs, and challenges 
of international graduate students as they acclimate to the American university culture. 
While there are considerable numbers of resources made available, conscious effort needs 
to be made to make them more accessible and available to international students. It is 
important for faculty and staff to understand the academic culture that their students 
come from and give them reasonable time to adapt or help in the process. With the 
continuous growth in the number of international students enrolling in American 
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Appendix A: Survey Recruitment 
The following survey is a part of a research study to identify the information resources 
used by graduate international students at UNC to adapt to American university culture. 
This study focuses on International Graduate student enrolled at UNC. The participants 
must be over 18 years of age, non-native English speakers and have moved to the United 
States for school. 
If you meet all of the above requirements and are willing to contribute to the study, 
please fill out the survey questionnaire linked below. The survey will take about 5-10 
minutes to complete.  
Your time and your experience here at UNC can help us gain valuable insight and try to 
identify and possibly improve international graduate student experience. You may be 
contacted via email for a 45-60 minute one on one follow up interview with the Principal 
Investigator. Participation in the research is voluntary and the participant may choose to 
drop out at any time without penalty. 
 
 
Appendix B: Survey Cover Letter 
Thank you for your interest in this survey. Please take a few minutes to review the 
information below before taking the survey. 
 
IRB Study #17-0440 
Purpose: The purpose of this research study is to identify the information resources used 
by International Graduate students at UNC to acclimate to American Universities, and the 
challenges they face in using them 
 
Participation Criteria: This study focuses on International Graduate student enrolled at 
UNC. You must be over 18 years of age, non-native English speaker and have moved to 
the United States to advance their education. 
Please do not participate in this study if you do not meet all of the above requirements.  
 
Time: It will take approximately 5-10 minutes to complete this survey
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What to expect: You will be asked to fill out demographic information and social 
research, personal experience questions. Of all the participants who complete the survey, 
10-15 randomly selected participants will then be invited for a follow-up interview. 
Participation in the interview is voluntary and you may choose to drop out of the 
interview anytime without penalty.  
 
Benefits: Research is designed to benefit society by gaining new knowledge on the 
information seeking needs and behavior of selected population.  You will not benefit 
personally from being in this research study. 
 
Consent: To join the study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate, or you may 
withdraw your consent to be in the study, for any reason, without penalty. This will not 
affect your class standing or grades at UNC-Chapel Hill.  You will not be offered or 
receive any special consideration if you take part in this research. 
 
Possible Risks: Possible risks from the study include emotional distress and breach of 
confidentiality. To reduce the risk of emotional distress, you are free to drop out of the 
study at any point in time without consequence. Anonymity of the participant will be 
maintained and none of the research publications will reflect the participants identifying 
information.  
 
Confidentiality: All information collected will be stored in a secure, password protected 
hard drive. Three years after the end of the research, all collected information will be 
deleted permanently from all storage devices.   
Participants will not be identified in any report or publication about this study. Although 
every effort will be made to keep research records private, there may be times when 
federal or state law requires the disclosure of such records, including personal 
information.  This is very unlikely, but if disclosure is ever required, UNC-Chapel Hill 
will take steps allowable by law to protect the privacy of personal information.  In some 
cases, your information in this research study could be reviewed by representatives of the 
University, research sponsors, or government agencies (for example, the FDA) for 
purposes such as quality control or safety. 
 
Questions about the study? You have the right to ask, and have answered, any questions 
you may have about this research. If you have questions about the study (including 
payments), complaints, concerns, or if a research-related injury occurs, you should 
contact the principal investigator at silpa@email.unc.edu. 
 
Questions about your rights as a research participant? All research on human 
volunteers is reviewed by a committee that works to protect your rights and welfare.  If 
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you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, or if you would 
like to obtain information or offer input, you may contact the Institutional Review Board 
at 919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 
 
By clicking the ">>" below, you confirm that you match the participation criteria and 
give your voluntary consent to participate in this research study. 
 
 

























- Never Married 
 




- With Family 
 
Region of Origin 
 
- Africa 
- Australia/New Zealand/ Pacific 
- Central America 
- East Asia 
- Europe 
- Indian Subcontinent 
- Mid-East 
- North America/Caribbean 
- South America 
- Southeast Asia 
- Other 
 
Time spent as a student at an American university 
 
- < 1 year 
- 1-2 years 
- 3-5 years 
- > 5 years 
 
Time spent as a student at UNC-Chapel Hill 
 
- < 1 year 
- 1-2 years 
- 3-5 years 
- > 5 years 
 





If the answer to the above question is “No”, then the following section is displayed 
 
Which region did you study in during your previous “study abroad experience”? 
 
- Africa 
- Australia/New Zealand/ Pacific 
- East Asia 
- Europe 








For how many years? 
 
- < 1 year 
- 1-2 years 
- 3-5 years 
- > 5 years 
 
End of section 
 
Which of the following resources helped you understand how to survive in Chapel Hill 






























Accommodation            
Transportation           
Groceries/Shops           
Academics           
Recreational 
Activities 
          
Setting up 
Utilities 
          
Other (please 
specify) 
          
 
How useful were the following resources in your adjustment at Chapel Hill? 
 
   
Always 
Most of the 
time 
About half 
the time Sometimes Never 
University staff/faculty        
other students from my 
country        
other International 
students        
American students/locals        
Newspaper        
Social Media        
Informational websites        
Social clubs        
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Always 
Most of the 
time 
About half 
the time Sometimes Never 
Religious groups        
other (please specify) 
   





Appendix D: Interview Cover Letter 
You are being contacted since you completed the survey on "Information seeking needs 
of International Graduate students at UNC" (IRB #17-0440). 
 
Thank you for participating in the survey. As a part of the research, I will be conducting 
one-on-one interviews with a few of the survey participants.  
 
I was wondering if you would like to volunteer for an interview session. The interview 
will last for 45-60 minutes and I will be asking social and personal experience questions 
in terms of your time here at UNC. Overall, it would be a follow up of the questions you 
filled out in the survey.  
 
Please let me know if you are interested within 48 hours of receiving this email. If you do 
not wish to participate in the interview, please let me know - it would help me identify 
new participants quickly.  
 
Your participation would add value to my research study and help us gain knowledge on 
the information seeking behavior and adjustment factors. If you have any questions about 
the research/interview, please feel free to email me. 
 
 
Appendix E: Interview Consent Form 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Consent to Participate in a Research Study 
Adult Participants  
 
Consent Form Version Date: 10/09/17 
IRB Study # 17-0440 
Title of Study: Information seeking behavior of International Graduate Students at UNC 
Principal Investigator: Silpa Reddy Guda 
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Principal Investigator Department: School of Information and Library Science 
Principal Investigator Phone number: (571) 577-5025 
Principal Investigator Email Address: silpa@live.unc.edu  
Faculty Advisor: Cliff Missen 




What are some general things you should know about research studies? 
You are being asked to take part in a research study.  To join the study is voluntary. 
You may choose not to participate, or you may withdraw your consent to be in the study, 
for any reason, without penalty. 
 
Research studies are designed to obtain new knowledge. This new information may help 
people in the future. You may not receive any direct benefit from being in the research 
study. There also may be risks to being in research studies.  
 
Details about this study are discussed below.  It is important that you understand this 
information so that you can make an informed choice about being in this research study.  
 
You will be given a copy of this consent form.  You should ask the researchers named 




What is the purpose of this study? 
 
The purpose of this research study is to identify the information resources used by 
International Graduate students at UNC to acclimate to American Universities, and the 
challenges they face in using them. 
Are there any reasons you should not be in this study? 
 
This study focuses on International Graduate student enrolled at UNC. You must be over 
18 years of age, non-native English speaker and have moved to the United States for 
school. 
Please do not participate in this study if you do not meet all of the above requirements.  
 
How many people will take part in this study? 




How long will your part in this study last? 
You will be interviewed for approximately one hour. 
 
What will happen if you take part in the study? 
The interviews will be semi-structured with a few prepared questions, but questions will 
also be formed on the go based on your responses and the need for further clarification or 
depth. 
The questions will be social research and reflective questions focusing on your 
experiences. 
 
What are the possible benefits from being in this study? 
Research is designed to benefit society by gaining new knowledge.  You will not benefit 
personally from being in this research study. 
Possible risks from the study include emotional distress and breach of confidentiality. To 
reduce the risk of emotional distress, you are free to drop out of the interview at any point 
in time without consequence. During the interview, the conversation will be audio 
recorded. All of the tapes will then be transcribed. To reduce the risk of breach of 
confidentiality, the audio tapes will be destroyed after transcribing. Also, all collected 
information will be kept in a secure, password protected environment and destroyed at 
the end of the research. Anonymity of the participant will be maintained and none of the 
research publications will reflect the participants identifying information.  
How will information about you be protected? 
All information collected will be stored in a secure, password protected hard drive. At the 
end of the research, all collected information will be deleted permanently from all storage 
devices.   
You will not be identified in any report or publication about this study. Although every 
effort will be made to keep research records private, there may be times when federal or 
state law requires the disclosure of such records, including personal information.  This is 
very unlikely, but if disclosure is ever required, UNC-Chapel Hill will take steps 
allowable by law to protect the privacy of personal information.  In some cases, your 
information in this research study could be reviewed by representatives of the University, 
research sponsors, or government agencies (for example, the FDA) for purposes such as 
quality control or safety. 
To accurately collect your responses, the interviews will be audio recorded. This will also 
allow the Principal Investigator to focus on the responses and the follow up questions 
instead of taking notes. The audio recording will then be transcribed and then the audio 
tapes will be permanently destroyed. To meet with University guidelines, the 
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transcriptions will be kept in a secure, password protected environment for three years 
after the study ends. After that, all data will be destroyed permanently.   
Check the line that best matches your choice: 
 
_____ OK to audio record me during the study 
 
_____ Not OK to audio record me during the study 
 
 
What if you want to stop before your part in the study is complete? 
You can withdraw from this study at any time, without penalty.  The investigators also 
have the right to stop your participation at any time. This could be because you have had 
an unexpected reaction, or have failed to follow instructions, or because the entire study 
has been stopped. 
 
Will you receive anything for being in this study? 
You will not receive anything for taking part in this study. 
 
Will it cost you anything to be in this study? 
 
It will not cost you anything to be in this study.  
 
 
What if you are a UNC student? 
You may choose not to be in the study or to stop being in the study before it is over at 
any time.  This will not affect your class standing or grades at UNC-Chapel Hill.  You 
will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you take part in this research. 
 
 
What if you have questions about this study? 
You have the right to ask, and have answered, any questions you may have about this 
research. If you have questions about the study (including payments), complaints, 
concerns, or if a research-related injury occurs, you should contact the researchers listed 
on the first page of this form. 
 
 
What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 
All research on human volunteers is reviewed by a committee that works to protect your 
rights and welfare.  If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research 
subject, or if you would like to obtain information or offer input, you may contact the 






I have read the information provided above.  I have asked all the questions I have at this 
time.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.  
Signature of Research Participant                                                           Date 
 
Printed Name of Research Participant   
 
Signature of Research Team Member Obtaining Consent 
 
               Date 
 




Appendix F: Interview Questions 
The interview will be semi-structured. Most questions will be made up on the go but the 
following questions will guide the interview 
 
1. Can you tell me about two of the most difficult adjustments that you had to face 
after moving to the United States? 
 
2. Which resources did you use to help with your adjustment? 
 
3. If the answer to the above question is “the office of international students and 
scholars services”, the participant will be asked to elaborate a bit more on usage 
of said resources. If the answer to the above question is anything else, the 
participant will be asked if they were aware of the resources provided by the 
office of international students and scholars services. 
 
4. How would you describe the classroom culture at UNC? What are the similarities 
and dissimilarities compared to the classroom culture in your home country? 
 
5. Has the academic adjustment been difficult? If yes, how? If no, is it similar to the 
academics in your home country? 
 
6. What other resources would be useful in making adjustment easier? 
 
7. Between Cultural adjustment and academic adjustment – which would you say 
has been the most challenging? 
 
8. Are you a part of any support group or organization within the university? 
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9. Would you classify English as your native or near native language? If yes, do you 
think being fluent in English has made your adjustment easier? If no, do you think 
not being a native English speaker has influenced your adjustment process in any 
way? 
 
10. Would you say that you are now comfortable enough at an American University 
to be able to guide new international students? 
 
 
Appendix G: Additional supporting graphs 
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